Imagine a litter of newly weaned golden retriever puppies frolicking together in a public park. two men approach, one with a rifle, the other with a cricket bat. they start shooting and clubbing the animals, killing some instantly and wounding others. When all the puppies have been stopped in their tracks, the man with the bat goes around and clubs any that remain alive. the incident is captured on a bystander's mobile phone. the story leads on the television news. Imagine the public outcry.
now, move into the real world. newly weaned harp seal pups lie on ice off the east coast of Canada, a public space of a different kind. men with rifles and steel-spiked clubs called hakapiks approach. they start shooting and clubbing the young seals. some are killed instantly; others are wounded. some of the wounded slip into the water, where they almost certainly will experience prolonged and painful deaths. others lie on the ice bleeding from their injuries, until a sealer returns to dispatch them with skull-crushing blows to the head. the scene is captured on video.
In this second case, television stations do not rush to show the footage. In Canada, many will refuse to air it because it would offend public sensibilities, especially during the suppertime news hour. the disturbing images are posted on the Internet, but who really wants to watch them? Except for protests by individuals and advocacy groups who are already campaigning against commercial sealing, public outrage in Canada has become muted. many mistakenly believe that commercial sealing ended years ago. others blithely deny reality and misrepresent the evidence. Despite documented observations now, perhaps, is a good time to acknowledge frankly that the sealing controversy is not just a debate about humane killing (Kirkman & Lavigne, 2010) or, for that matter, about conservation; sustainable use; "culling" seals, ostensibly to protect fisheries; economic necessity; taxpayer-funded subsidies; free trade; or precautionary management (Johnston, meisenheimer, & Lavigne, 2000; hammill & stenson, 2007; Lavigne, 2003; Leaper, Lavigne, Corkeron, & Johnston, 2010; Livernois, 2010) . ultimately, it is a political debate grounded in ethics (e.g., Lavigne, 2009; Linzey, 2009) .
from an evolutionary perspective, the puppies and the seal pups referred to previously are closely related cousins. they are both carnivores; they have similar, well-developed nervous systems; and they exhibit complex social behaviors. the only major differences are that the ancestors of golden retrievers remained on land and were eventually domesticated by humans, whereas the seals' ancestors ventured back into the sea more than 20 million years ago and remained free-living.
Charles Darwin (1871 Darwin ( /1981 ) recognized a continuity of moral and social capacities between humans and other animals based on evolutionary relations, an insight increasingly accepted by biologists and philosophers (e.g., Bekoff & Pierce, 2009 ). Yet if evolutionary relationships guided our treatment of animals, modern society would no longer tolerate commercial sealing that targets newly weaned pups any more than it would tolerate the indiscriminate killing of recently weaned golden retriever puppies. But obviously, evolutionary relationships rarely dictate ethical choices.
from an ethical and social perspective, dogs and seals are part of what mary midgley (1998) terms "mixed communities." these are communities of human and nonhuman beings who interact socially and ecologically. Key to understanding the implications of midgley's concept is the moral standing both humans and other animals ought to have in these mixed communities. Like people, many animals are aware and self-aware (sentient and sapient, in more technical language) with a well-being that can be helped or harmed. Like humans, dogs and seals think, feel, and relate, not in the same ways we do, but in ways that are appropriate to their kind. Like us, they also have an individual worth independent of the use anyone might have for them. Ethicists call this "intrinsic value." that free-living species have intrinsic value is already recognized in a number of national policy documents (including, ironically, in Canada) and international conservation agreements (for a review and discussion, see Lavigne, Kidman Cox, menon, & Wamithi, 2006) . the point here is that the individual and collective actions of Canadians and many other people around the world have consequences, for good or ill, on the lives of dogs, seals, and other animals. Considering their moral standing as members of a mixed, moral community is a prerequisite for ethically informed environmental policy (Lynn 2006 (Lynn , 2007 . the crucial point is this: seals are not simply government property or a "natural resource" to do with as we please. seals are sentient (e.g., EfsA, 2007) and sapient creatures whom we ought to treat with care and respect. this means thinking beyond whether a particular killing technique is humane or not. It means, minimally, considering the well-being of seals as individuals, in addition to considering them as populations and as functional components of marine ecosystems (Lavigne et al., 2006) . It also means asking the more fundamental question: Is Canada's or any other commercial seal hunt morally defensible in the 21st century?
